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  “Mrs. Porter is hysterical,” the dispatcher said, “and not making a lot of sense. But apparently somebody named Molly collapsed.”


  “Shouldn’t you send EMTs?” I asked. Like most cops, I’d once learned CPR. But I hadn’t practiced in a long time, and anyway, what if CPR wouldn’t do the job?


  “I tried, but there’s a tree down between them and Chiles Road. They’ll have to go the long way around. You’re close. I’m hoping you can get there faster.”


  “I’m on my way,” I said.


  I pulled my patrol car out of the Circle K parking lot and headed down a flooded two-lane road only barely distinguishable from the overflowing drainage ditches on either side. The tires threw up dirty water. Broken branches littered the roadway or dangled above me. A telephone pole leaned to the side.


  That was because it was September, 2004, and just hours ago, Hurricane Frances had hammered the little central-Florida town where I was trying to make a new start. If you compared the damage to what Katrina did later to New Orleans and Mississippi, you might say we got off easy. But I’d never gone through any sort of hurricane before, and I was pretty damn impressed.


  Despite the miserable driving conditions, it only took a couple minutes to reach Chiles Road, and Mrs. Porter had white numbers painted on her green plastic mailbox to point me to the proper dirt-and-gravel driveway. It dipped down, so the standing water was even deeper there than it was on the highway. Worried that the car was going to stall or get stuck, I made the turn anyway, managed to keep rolling past the live oaks growing on either side, and ended up in the yard—except that currently, it was more like a pond—in front of a doublewide trailer.


  A woman knelt over a motionless body lying on its side and held its head up out of the water. I assumed I was looking at Mrs. Porter and Molly. Mrs. Porter was obese, fifty-something, and wearing a pink housecoat. Molly was a Labrador retriever.


  For a second, I was annoyed. You don’t call 911 because a pet is sick, especially in the aftermath of a natural disaster. But when Mrs. Porter looked up at me, I could read the fear and pain in her round, red, blotchy face even from yards away, and then I just felt bad for her. I climbed out of the cruiser and sloshed toward her through brown water and the sucking mud beneath.


  “I don’t drive!” Mrs. Porter wheezed. “You’ve got to take her to the vet!”


  I suspected it might be too late for that. Molly didn’t look like she was breathing. Still, I asked, “What vet does she go to?”


  “Dr. LaSalle,” she answered, and then I glimpsed a rippling curl of motion in the water on the far side of her.


  I grew up in the city, so I don’t know why I was instantly sure I’d spotted something dangerous. Maybe because of the Lab. Anyway, I pointed and yelled, “Watch out!”


  Mrs. Porter looked around, and her reaction proved my instincts were on target. She yelped and tried to flounder in my direction. But one swollen, slipper-clad foot slipped out from under her, and she splashed back down into the water.


  I lunged forward—as much as you can lunge, when you’re wading—grabbed her by one doughy forearm, and heaved. Somehow, heavy though she was, I managed to spin her around behind me. Which gave me my first good look at the animal that was swimming after her.


  It was a dark, mottled snake about two feet long, with indentations between the nostrils and the places where the eyes must be, though I couldn’t actually see them while looking down from above. It darted at me, I kicked it, and it bit my foot.


  Fortunately, the fangs didn’t pierce my shoe leather. I kicked a second time, shook the snake loose, and flung it several feet away. It immediately swam at me again, and two others followed right after it.


  I really wanted to run. But even if I could have made it back to the cruiser ahead of the snakes, I couldn’t have managed it while dragging Mrs. Porter along. So there was nothing to do but draw my Browning and shoot.


  Even at short range, it’s not easy to hit a target with a handgun, not when it’s small and moving and you don’t have time to aim. I emptied the whole magazine, and by the time I killed the last snake, it was right at my feet. Scared as I was, I was lucky I didn’t blow my toes off.


  Standing in a haze of smoke and the smell of cordite, I looked around for more snakes and didn’t see any. Hands trembling, I reloaded anyway, then turned to Mrs. Porter, who was still on her hands and knees where I’d tossed her. “Are you all right?” I asked.


  “I think so,” she said, her breathy voice shaky like my hands. “Did the cottonmouths bite Molly?”


  “I don’t know,” I said. But I figured they probably had, and hours later, when the vet examined the Lab’s body, it turned out I was right.


  But at first, I didn’t think much more about it, and neither did anybody else. One poor snake-bitten dog didn’t count for much when we had a whole town to put back together. City and county government focused on getting the power back on, the roads open, and the debris cleared. I worked a lot of overtime, craved a drink, and settled for attending early-morning and late-night meetings instead.


  Meanwhile, water moccasins killed one person, and diamondback rattlesnakes, another. I didn’t see either of those deaths. But when a guy named Kropp called from Michigan to report that his mother had stopped answering the phone, I was the patrolman who went out to check on her.


  Like many in the area, the house was a sort of ramshackle bungalow with a tin roof. Overall, it looked like it had been built decades ago, although the roll-up plastic storm shutters—which currently were up—had to be a recent improvement.


  A dozen bright green lizards clung to the brick façade. Their black eyes stared as I picked my way over ground that was no longer underwater but still soft and sticky nonetheless.


  The mere presence of the lizards wasn’t odd. They lived all over the area, anyplace there were plants and bugs. I saw one or two whenever I went out of my duplex apartment during the day. But they generally skittered for cover whenever a human being approached, so it did seem strange that this bunch was staying put. Strange and, after my previous confrontation with local wildlife, maybe even a little bit creepy. But unlike the cottonmouths, the lizards were tiny and completely harmless, so I managed to find the raw courage to step up on the concrete stoop and ring the doorbell anyway.


  Nobody answered. I knocked and shouted, and no one responded to that, either. The lizards kept on staring.


  I decided to walk around the house and see what I could see. I headed right, took a few steps, then glimpsed motion from the corner of my eye. I pivoted.


  The lizards I’d been walking toward had held their positions. But the ones I’d started walking away from had darted along the wall and followed me. They stopped moving when I did, but it took them a second. Just time enough for me to see what they were doing.


  But had I really seen it? It seemed more likely that my eyes were playing tricks on me. I headed left.


  Now the lizards on the right scurried after me. The ones on the left stayed put until I passed them, then joined the parade. And whenever I stopped, the reptiles did, too.


  Okay, this really did seem weird, but I reminded myself I knew nothing about lizards. If I did, maybe I’d understand that what they were doing was normal.


  In any case, it couldn’t have anything to do with Mrs. Kropp, and she was the reason I was here. I took a breath and went back to checking the house. The lizards continued to supervise.


  The air conditioner was a stumpy metal box with rounded corners sitting on the ground next to the east side of the building. It wasn’t running, which came as no surprise, considering that Mrs. Kropp had left a number of windows open. The one above the AC unit had a hole poked through the bottom of the screen. A small hole. I couldn’t have stuck my hand through without tearing it bigger.


  But a snake could slide through.


  Not that there was a bit of evidence that a snake actually had. But once the thought occurred to me, it stuck in my head.


  So you can imagine how eager I was to go inside the house. But the son had given permission, and it seemed like someone should.


  Mrs. Kropp had left the back door unlocked, so I didn’t have to break in. I resisted the urge to enter with gun in hand. I didn’t want to scare her to death if it turned out she was simply hard of hearing.


  First, I smelled the rotten stink. Then I heard the buzzing flies.


  Mrs. Kropp had been slimmer and nicer-looking than Mrs. Porter, but I judged she was about the same age. She lay on her bedroom floor with multiple wounds—paired punctures—on her face, neck, hands, and arms, and legs. Maybe on the rest of her body, too, but her yellow pullover and baggy tan walking shorts made it hard to tell.


  It was scary to realize that the snake or snakes that had bitten her might still be in the house. But the lizards crawling on the walls spooked me just about as badly.


  I told myself they couldn’t be the same animals that had followed me around outside. They hadn’t really come through the hole in the screen, then raced through the house to watch my reaction when I discovered the corpse. No, obviously these were different lizards, camped out here to eat the insects that came to eat the body.


  I exited the house even more cautiously than I’d entered, then called in the death. Along with the usual ambulance and investigators, Animal Control showed up to look for the snakes. They didn’t find them. The reptiles had killed their victim and escaped back into the great outdoors.


  I caught the Animal Control officers when they were tossing their snake-catching equipment—poles with hooks on the ends and sturdy canvas bags that looked like mail sacks—into the back of their van. “I think I know how the snakes got in and out,” I said. “Want to see?”


  The shorter of the pair, a redheaded, freckled guy who smelled of cigarette smoke, shrugged and said, “Okay.”


  I led them around to the side of the house. No lizards followed us. Maybe the activity centered on the corpse was more interesting.


  “The way I see it,” I said, “a snake could probably climb up on top of the air-conditioning unit, then move from there onto the windowsill. It could press its nose against the screen until it broke, then crawl on in. There’s a chair on the other side of the window, so when it was ready, it could climb back up and out.”


  The freckled guy frowned. “I guess a snake could do all that. But I don’t think it would.”


  “Me neither,” said his partner. He was missing the last joint of his ring finger, and I wondered if an animal had bitten it off. “A snake will come into a house if it happens to find a way. But climbing, then forcing a way in? I just don’t see it. I don’t know, maybe if the hole was already there. The hurricane could have ripped the screen.”


  “Probably not,” I said. “It didn’t tear any of the others, and she would have had her new storm shutters down. But if my idea’s wrong, how do you think the snakes got in and out?”


  “There’s a hole at ground level,” said the freckled man, pulling a pack of Marlboros and a disposable lighter from his pocket. “We didn’t find it, but it’s there somewhere.”


  And that was that. Since they didn’t even like my snake theory, I didn’t see much point in telling them my crazy lizard story.


  Snakes killed someone else the very next day, and that was when the local TV stations and newspapers decided to make a big deal out of the story. They had a point. Florida averaged five deaths by snakebite per year. Our little piece of the state had racked up almost that many in a week.


  Herpetologists explained that it was simply a fluke. Snakes didn’t ordinarily hunt in packs, nor did they hunt humans. If we left them alone, they’d leave us alone, and help us out by killing rats and other pests.


  I imagine some of the local residents found the experts’ line reassuring. Others went hunting, to get the snakes before the snakes got them.


  Whether or not that was an overreaction, it was largely an exercise in futility. The town was on the I-4 corridor, and close enough to Tampa for commuters to drive back and forth, so the developers had us in their sights. But the area was still pretty rural—very rural, compared to what I was used to—with plenty of strawberry fields, pastures, barns, thick stands of palmetto, and creek beds. All perfect places for a copperhead or diamondback to live, and, if need be, hide.


  Since the damn snakes had nearly bitten me, and then I’d been the first officer at the scene of Mrs. Kropp’s death, I got interested enough to find out the details of each incident. And after the fifth death, I reluctantly decided I ought to talk to my boss.


  Chief Davis was a stocky guy with a ready smile, a receding hairline, and faded blue tattoos on his forearms that dated back to his tours of duty in Vietnam. He’d decorated his office with plagues and framed newspapers commemorating the department’s more notable achievements, which mostly involved either raising money for disadvantaged kids or busting meth labs.


  He waved me to a chair. “What can I do for you?” he asked.


  “I’ve been thinking about the snakebite cases,” I said.


  He snorted. “You and me and everybody else around here. It’s a crazy situation.”


  “Yeah. But there’s a pattern to it.”


  He cocked his head. “How so?”


  “All the victims have been white women between the ages of forty and sixty, living alone. Mrs. Porter, the woman who almost got bitten, meets the same description.”


  “I noticed that, and it is a funny coincidence. But then, according to the professors, this whole thing amounts to one giant funny coincidence.”


  I hesitated, then took the plunge. “Here’s the thing. When you have several people with the same characteristics turn up dead in quick succession, it can be because you’ve got a serial killer on your hands.”


  Now it was his turn to hesitate. “You’re kidding, right?”


  “I’m not saying that’s what’s happening, but maybe we should look at the possibility.”


  “I don’t think there is one. You’re talking about a killer who uses trained snakes as weapons, right? And you can’t train a snake. They’re too dumb.”


  “But what if someone figured out a way? It would explain the snakes hunting in groups and going after people so aggressively. Killing a dog to lure the owner out into the open—”


  “That’s just your interpretation of what happened.”


  “—then biding their time, waiting for a good moment to sneak up on her. Forcing their way into a house. The scientists say none of that is normal.”


  “Okay, but when you had your run-in with the water moccasins, did you notice anybody standing back and giving them commands?”


  “No.”


  “Then that pretty much blows your theory, doesn’t it?”


  “Maybe. But I’d still like to know: Has anybody noticed anything else unusual? Something that didn’t make it into the written reports?”


  “Like what?”


  “Anything. Maybe something involving some other kind of animal. Like, I don’t know, lizards.” As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I wished I could take them back.


  Because, although he’d been patient up till now, he finally reacted the way I’d feared he would. “John, I have to ask this. Have you been drinking?”


  “No. I swear. I’ll take a breathalyzer if you don’t believe me.”


  “That’s okay. I do. I guess I’d smell it on you if you were. But maybe you could use a day or two off.”


  “Really, there’s no need. I’m not crazy. It’s just that weird things are happening, a couple of them right in front of me, and I’m trying to figure them out.”


  He eyeballed me for another moment, then said, “All right, if you say so.” His voice got softer, the way you talk when you want to be gentle. “But you know, even if we did have a human killer running around, you wouldn’t be the guy in charge of catching him. You’re not a detective anymore. Maybe someday you will be again, but for now, you’re just a uniformed officer.”


  “I know.”


  “So, until they ask us for backup, let the wildlife officers worry about the snakes.”


  I tried. I didn’t want to lose my job, and, especially now that Davis had pointed out the weaknesses in my logic, my suspicions seemed crazy even to me.


  But then snakes killed another woman. She was white, fifty-one, and had lived alone. And despite my better judgment, the continuation of the pattern pushed me into phoning an old friend in the FBI office in Philly.


  After I asked him to do me a favor, it took Charlie a couple days to call me back. I was sitting on the couch watching a National Geographic Channel documentary about reptiles when he did. As I muted the sound, he said, “It took some work. You owe me.”


  “What did you find out?” I asked.


  “Back in 1996, they had a serial killer murdering middle-aged Caucasian women in the Orlando area.”


  “How?”


  “Jack the Ripper style, with a knife.”


  “Did they catch him?”


  “No, and after eight victims, the killings just stopped.”


  “Were there any suspects?” On the TV, a python unhinged its jaw and started swallowing an antelope.


  “A guy named Derrick Horn. He definitely fit the profile. Abused kid, wet the bed, set fires, tortured animals, bounced in and out of foster care, detention, and the mental health system. The psychologists who evaluated him said he pretty much hated everybody, but his late mother most of all. And the murders stopped after he got hurt in a car crash.”


  “Sounds like they had a winner.”


  “You’d think, but they could never pin anything on him. Anyway, after seven months in the hospital, he headed down I-4 and settled in your county. Maybe he didn’t want to stay in a place where local law enforcement was convinced he was a bad guy.”


  “Jesus Christ,” I said.


  “What’s going on down there, John? Why did you want to know this stuff? I checked, and nobody seems to think you’ve got a serial killer running loose in your little Podunk town.”


  “It’s complicated,” I said. “I’ll explain if I ever get it sorted out. For now, just tell me one more thing. Did Horn have anything to do with snakes or reptiles?”


  “If he did, it’s not in the file, and the guys I talked to didn’t mention it.”


  After I got off the phone, I sat and tried to figure out what I had. The answer was basically nothing. Whether or not he matched the profile, it was entirely possible Derrick Horn had never murdered anyone. Even if he had, that didn’t mean he was doing it now. He didn’t appear to have any connection to snakes, and in any case, as Chief Davis had pointed out, no one could train reptiles to wander around on their own and kill people of a particular race, sex, and age.


  For maybe the hundredth time, I told myself to let it go. I’d already thrown away one life, drank away one career and one marriage, in Pennsylvania. Wasn’t that enough for me?


  As it turned out, maybe not.


  Not long after, another middle-aged white woman got herself killed, despite all the public-service ads that had begun to appear telling people how to stay safe from snakes. None of them had warned her that half a dozen diamondbacks might hide under her car, wait for her to approach, and then lunge out all at once, with nary a rattle to tip her off to the danger.


  And I decided it couldn’t hurt just to take a look at Derrick Horn. After all, I really was a cop. If I had a decent excuse, and didn’t harass the guy, it wasn’t likely he’d call the station and complain.


  Like Mrs. Porter and Mrs. Kropp had, Horn lived on a sizable lot on the outskirts of town. His brown concrete-block house looked newer, though, and unlike its neighbors, had a paved driveway and a ramp running up to the door. The dark green van parked in front of the garage had a handicapped sticker on the bumper.


  Charlie had told me that Horn had gotten hurt. Apparently the crash had left him permanently disabled.


  There were two ways of looking at that. The sane one was to realize that a crippled guy couldn’t possibly go roaming over rough ground and through brush to catch or give commands to a bunch of snakes. The crazy one was to think that injury could explain why a psychopath who preferred killing with a knife would switch to using trained animals instead.


  I climbed out of the cruiser, headed for the ramp, then faltered. Because several lizards clung to the front of the house, and like their counterparts at Mrs. Kropp’s, they stayed put and stared at me as I drew near. A couple even scuttled toward me, as if for a better look.


  I took a deep breath, then hiked up the ramp and rang the bell.


  To my surprise, the door cracked open after just a second, even though the man inside was in a wheelchair. I assumed he must have looked out the window and seen me coming. He would have needed a head start to get to the door so quickly.


  I studied him as best I could through the narrow opening. His accident had left him skinny as a pencil and twisted and lopsided to boot. Your immediate response was to feel sorry for him, until you noticed the narrow, mud-colored eyes.


  They were cold eyes, guarded but not scared. As if he had something to hide, but was confident he could keep it concealed from the likes of me.


  Or maybe, after a lifetime of brushes with the law, he just didn’t like cops.


  “Mr. Horn?” I said.


  “Yes.”


  “I’m Officer Santelli. Could I talk to you for a minute?”


  “About what?”


  “The snake attacks.”


  “What about them?”


  “Is there any chance we could talk inside?” I smiled. “It’s hot out here, and you’re letting the air conditioning out of the house.”


  He hesitated for half a second, then said, “Okay.” The electric motor of the wheelchair whirred as he backed it down the entrance hall to make room for me. He maneuvered into the first doorway on the right and led me into his living room.


  Which was a mess. Piles of books sat all over the furniture and the carpet, too. The musty smell of old paper tickled my nose.


  Horn parked himself in front of the computer desk. “You can move something to make a place to sit. The maid service comes once a week, but I don’t let them clean in here anymore. I could never find anything after they did.”


  I cleared a spot on the couch. “I imagine you know that a couple of the attacks occurred less than a mile from here.”


  “Uh huh.”


  “So we’re going around the neighborhood for a couple reasons. One is to make certain everyone’s being as safe as possible. Have you checked your house to make sure there’s no way for a snake to get in?”


  “Well…not really. But I only bought the property and had the house built a few years ago.” With settlement money from the accident, I suspected. “I keep the AC on and the doors and windows shut. I’m sure it’s fine.”


  “It’s still a good idea to take a look. I can do it for you if you’d like.”


  He frowned. “I can do it myself if I decide it’s worth the trouble.”


  “Whatever you say. The other reason I’m here is to ask if you’ve seen any snakes. If we could find them, we could kill them.”


  “Sorry, no.”


  “What about dead animals in your yard? Or, are there animals you’re used to seeing that you haven’t seen lately?”


  He snorted. “Since you thought I needed you to inspect the house for me, you can probably understand that I don’t spend a lot of time outside.”


  “Sure.” Since I had a bad feeling about Horn, I wanted to prolong the conversation, but I was running out of questions. I glanced around. “Anyway, reading all these books must keep you busy.”


  “Yes, it does. So if there’s nothing else—”


  I picked up books, looked them over, and got a surprise. Under other circumstances, I might have dismissed the volumes as superstitious bullshit, meaningless as a supermarket horoscope or an issue of the Weekly World News, but they were a little more unsettling if you happened to come across them in the home of a suspected homicidal maniac with weird lizards crawling around outside. Still, I tried to look like I was simply curious. “Dead Gods. Inhabitants of the Crooked Hours. Something in French, I think, with what looks like a half man, half jellyfish stamped on the cover. What is all this stuff, anyway?”


  He shrugged. That was vaguely unnerving, too, because one shoulder hitched higher than the other. “Mythology. History. Philosophy.”


  Against my better judgment, I gave in to the urge to push him at least a little. Grinning like I was kidding, I asked, “Not devil worship?”


  He sneered. “Are you religious?”


  “Not me.” Which was true, give or take that higher power the program tells us to trust. “But I imagine you’ve got some Baptist and Pentecostal neighbors who’d be upset if they saw these. They’d figure you practice black magic and perform human sacrifices.”


  He eyed me for a moment, maybe trying to decide just what, if anything, my reference to murder actually meant. I kept on doing my best to seem like I was just making conversation.


  Eventually he said, “I know. That’s why I keep my interests to myself.”


  “So, are these books about black magic?”


  “If you’re talking about something connected to Satanism and Christianity, no. But since ancient times, a few people have held a view of the universe completely unrelated to any of the major world religions.”


  “You mean, they believed in different gods.”


  “Partly. Some that lived in outer space, or inside our own brains. One hibernating at the bottom of the ocean.” He smiled. “A dragon king to rule over cold-blooded creatures and all the things that crawl.”


  That last example startled me. I hoped he hadn’t noticed. “And I guess people prayed to those gods just like the Baptists and Pentecostals pray to theirs.”


  “And got the same answer: none.”


  “Not that I believe in this stuff or anything, but do you know that for sure?”


  “Well, let me put it this way. If you were to study enough of this material, if it really got inside your head, you might find yourself tempted to experiment, at least in a harmless, half-assed kind of way.”


  “And then, when nothing happened, you’d know the ‘dead gods’ aren’t real.”


  “Right. Although the true believers always had excuses for when the magic didn’t work. The worshipper didn’t have enough willpower or didn’t perform the ritual with the necessary precision to break through the wall between realities.”


  “I suppose that would have to be a pretty thick wall.”


  “So they say.” His smile widened. “That’s why a Dutch cultist named Gansevoort recommended working magic during huge storms. Supposedly, the violent weather helped break open the barriers.”


  That little factoid jolted me even more than his reference to the reptile god. And after I got out of there, I drove around and tried to figure out what it all meant.


  If I let my imagination run amok, I could construct a scenario based on what Horn had told me. After his injury, it had been impossible for him to continue killing in the same way as before. So he’d turned to occultism to learn how to murder women with magic.


  It didn’t get him anywhere until Frances blew through and cracked the wall between the worlds. Then, at last, he made contact with the dragon god.


  The god gave him the power to reach out with his mind to find reptiles, see through their eyes, and control them. Venomous snakes became the weapons he used to kill. Lizards were the scouts who located his victims, stood watch outside his house, and allowed him to monitor a location after the murder, to gloat over the excitement when the body was discovered.


  Yeah, right.


  I didn’t need Chief Davis to point out the weaknesses in this particular theory. For starters, if it was true, why the hell—aside from the fact that he was a head case—would Horn even hint around about it?


  Well, maybe I’d succeeded in convincing him I knew nothing about his past and didn’t suspect him of anything. If so, it might have given him a thrill to indicate his guilt to a dumb cop who didn’t have a clue what he was talking about.


  In any case, the real objection to my idea was that it seemed impossible even to me. I didn’t believe in witchcraft or unknown gods any more than the next guy.


  Or at least I never had. Maybe I wasn’t quite as sure anymore.


  The hell of it was, I couldn’t even see anywhere to go, any way to prove or disprove my suspicions. If Horn was finding and guiding snakes by mental telepathy, even putting him under direct surveillance wouldn’t help. I wouldn’t see him do anything incriminating.


  So I did nothing but fret, and get spooked whenever I saw a lizard. It felt like they were watching me, although I never caught one doing anything peculiar enough to make me certain. Meanwhile, copperheads killed another woman, and Hurricane Jeanne wandered around in the Atlantic.


  The town didn’t worry much about the latter. By that time, people were too busy being scared of snakes. Besides, the forecasters said Jeanne probably wouldn’t make landfall in Florida at all, and even if it did, it would likely only affect the Atlantic coast.


  They were still saying it on the afternoon when I walked out of my duplex, came down the steps, and felt a tiny sting on the back of my leg, just above the ankle. It didn’t smart any worse than if a no-see-um had bitten me through my pants and sock, but I glanced around to see what the problem was.


  Banded with black, red, and yellow, coral snakes were crawling out from under the porch. The one in the lead had already bitten me. It was hanging on and, if I could believe the National Geographic Channel, chewing.


  Maybe I should have seen the attack coming. But I didn’t think Horn believed I was a threat to him. Why should he, when I scarcely believed it, either? I can only assume that over time, he decided it had been reckless to share his story even in the form of hints and insinuations, and wanted to make sure I didn’t repeat it.


  I tried to spring away from the coral snakes. Somehow, I tripped, and slammed down hard on the ground. Before I could scramble up again, the reptiles were all over my legs. I felt more little stings as their fangs jabbed and gnawed their way into my flesh.


  I grabbed them and pulled them loose. Ripping their teeth out of me hurt worse than the bites did. I threw them and they immediately started slithering back at me. Some of them bit my hands as I reached and snatched, and ended up dangling from my fingers and palms.


  I realized I couldn’t stay where I was until I removed them all. They kept coming back faster than I could get rid of them. I ripped several off, then jumped up and ran with two more still hanging on to me.


  The other coral snakes chased me, but I reached my cruiser ahead of them. I scrambled inside, slammed the door, rolled down a window, and tried to deal with the reptiles that were still biting me.


  I didn’t have too much trouble yanking the first one off and tossing it outside. The second let me go of its own accord and started to crawl under the seat. I grabbed its tail just before it disappeared and chucked it out, also.


  Then I fumbled my keys out of my pocket, started the car, and hitched it back and forth, crushing snakes beneath the wheels. I could just feel the bump whenever I caught one.


  The survivors scattered and fled, while I did my best to kill them all, including the ones that crawled from the dirt driveway back onto the grass. My tires cut scars in the lawn.


  Finally, no matter how hard I looked, I couldn’t see any snakes that were still alive. Rage and disgust lost their hold on me, fear welled up to take their place, and I realized I had to get to a hospital.


  Maybe I should have called an ambulance. But I was already sitting in an emergency vehicle, and according to the National Geographic Channel, it could take hours for the symptoms of coral-snake poison to appear. I turned on the siren and chase lights and pulled out onto the road.


  I found out pretty fast that either I was more susceptible than the average victim or the documentary hadn’t been talking about people bitten so many times by so many different snakes. First, my mouth filled up with spit, and no matter how often I swallowed, it came right back. Then my hands got numb.


  My eyelids drooped, and I felt sleepy. Once, I actually must have drifted off, because the world seemed to skip, and suddenly the car was left of center.


  Not long after that, my vision blurred. Fortunately, by then, the hospital was dead ahead. I stopped the car in front of the ER entrance and stumbled inside.


  A nurse hurried over to me. “Coral snakes,” I said, spilling drool down my chin. I hoped she understood. My voice was slurred.


  She called for help. She and an orderly walked me into a curtained-off examination area and hoisted me onto a bed. And since I’m still alive, they and the rest of the staff must have gone on helping me, but I passed out and missed the rest of it.


  I woke in a dark room. For a few seconds, I was disoriented, and not just because it was an unfamiliar space. Outside the window, the wind roared, and the rain pounded like a jackhammer. It made me feel like it was three weeks ago, and Frances was doing its best to level the town.


  Then I noticed the wires attached to my chest, the round little Band-Aids on my puffy wounds, and the IV in the back of my hand. I realized I was in the hospital, and that brought my memories of recent events rushing back.


  I took stock of myself and decided I felt well enough to get up. I detached myself from the heart monitor and hanging bag of saline solution. Then, feeling awkward in my hospital gown, I headed out into the hall.


  It was gloomy there, too. I realized the area had lost electricity, and the hospital was relying on its generator.


  A short, plump woman with a pretty round face and shiny black hair hurried out of the nurse’s station to intercept me. “Mr. Santelli,” she said, her Hispanic accent barely noticeable, “you shouldn’t be out of bed.”


  “I feel okay,” I answered. “Are we really having another hurricane?”


  She frowned. “Yes. Can you believe it? Jeanne came ashore exactly where Frances did, and is following the same path. Is that bad luck or what?”


  And I thought, you’ve got no idea.


  Because, crazy as it was, I now truly, completely believed that Derrick Horn could control reptiles with his mind and was using them to commit murder. The coral snakes had chewed all the skepticism right out of me.


  And, believing that, I also had to assume that a second hurricane gave Horn a second chance to commune with the dragon god. He was liable to come out of it with even more power to hurt other people.


  Somebody needed to stop him, and since I was the only one who knew, it would have to be me.


  I had to talk to a doctor before the nurses would give me back my stuff and let me sign out of the hospital against medical advice. I told him that as soon as Jeanne blew through, the town would need every available cop, and my dedication to duty won him over.


  By that time, it was three AM. When I stepped out onto the covered porch, the night was as dark as any I’d ever seen, with no moon- or starlight leaking through the cloud cover, and scarcely an electric light burning anywhere. It was only a few yards from the door to the space where someone had parked my cruiser, but my clothes were plastered to my skin by the time I made the sprint. I twisted the key in the ignition, turned the windshield wipers on high, and found they barely helped at all. The rain was pounding down too hard for the blades to clear it.


  Poor visibility was only one of the reasons why no one with any sense was on the road. The wind shoved me around as I crept along. I drove through standing water so deep that I was sure it would splash up inside the engine.


  Lightning flashed, thunder banged, and sparks fell. A pole toppled in front of me, dragging broken power lines along with it. I stamped on the brakes and realized from the mushy feel that water had definitely gotten inside them. I hydroplaned to a stop just short of a collision. Shivering in my wet clothes, I sat for a moment, waiting for my nerves to settle, then dropped the cruiser into reverse.


  By the time I made it to Horn’s place, the weather had gotten even worse. When I climbed out of the car, the rain stung like gravel falling from the sky, and made it impossible to see for more than a few feet. The wind howled and almost knocked me over.


  I waded around the car and took the Ithaca 37 out of the trunk. I figured that a shotgun blast could kill several snakes at once, and also knew that as long as I picked up my ejected shells, forensics wouldn’t even be able to identify the make of scattergun fired at the scene, let alone my individual weapon.


  Which was a definite plus. Because, if this ever came back on me, I wouldn’t have much hope of convincing anyone that I’d had a legitimate reason to break in and kill a paraplegic sitting alone in his own home.


  Deprived of electricity, that home was as black as all the surrounding houses. I slogged toward it, and the rain battered me. Damn, it smarted! I tried to take comfort in the thought that at least it would keep Horn’s lizards from spotting my approach. They couldn’t be standing watch now. The downpour would wash them from their perches.


  Something moved at the edge of my vision. I turned and looked directly into the wind and the rain it blew in my face like a stream from a fire hose. Squinting, even blinder than I’d been before, I could just make out a long, low shape. I figured it was either a log or some man-made object floating in the floodwater. The important thing was, I could tell it wasn’t a snake. It was far too big and bulky.


  But then I realized it was coming straight at me, faster than even hundred-mile-an-hour winds could explain. I saw the lashing tail and the stumpy legs.


  Shock froze me for a precious instant. I’d heard there were alligators in the area, but I’d never seen one, and, since Horn hadn’t used them to kill any of the women, I hadn’t expected to run into one now. The reptile was nearly on top of me before I shouldered the Ithaca and fired.


  The blasts tore into its head, and it stopped moving. I just had time to feel relieved before the jaws of a second gator snapped shut on my calf. In the dark and the rain, I simply hadn’t noticed it. It yanked my leg out from under me, and I splashed down in the water.


  The National Geographic Channel had told me what to expect next. The alligator would start shaking me or rolling over and over to tear me to pieces.


  I jackknifed up into a sitting position, twisted, and managed to get the animal in front of my gun. Not caring whether some of the scatter hit my leg, I fired at the gator’s snout and eyes.


  It jerked at the impact, then flexed its tail to start the death roll. I fired again. That shot blasted chunks from the back of its head and seemed to finish it.


  I looked around for other gators. When I didn’t see any, I pried my throbbing leg out of the reptile’s jaws.


  It was gashed and bloody, but maybe not quite as bad as it looked—and felt. I stood up cautiously and found I could limp around on it.


  Even after I turned on my flashlight for a moment, I could only find one of my spent shells in the floodwater. I’d just have to hope it would wash the others far enough that nobody else would ever find them, either.


  As I sloshed on toward the house, I wondered if Horn knew I was coming. If his mind had been inside the gators when they attacked me, then yes. If he’d simply given the animals orders and left them to stand guard, then maybe not. The Ithaca really boomed when it went off, but the hiss of the wind and clatter of the rain might have been enough to mask the noise.


  I told myself it didn’t matter if he knew or not. I’d already proved I could handle snakes, and now alligators, too. What else was there?


  The front door was locked. I had a bump key, though, a souvenir from my years as a detective, and it only took me a few seconds to get it open.


  It was even darker inside the house than outside, and as I crept down the entrance hall, I peered for any hint of motion to indicate the presence of a snake. The animal didn’t have to be on the floor. It could be on a piece of furniture, or even coiled in a light fixture on the ceiling, waiting to drop on me as I hobbled underneath.


  But I didn’t spot any snakes, or anything else alive. Not until I turned into the room that Horn had turned into his library. There, amid the heaps of books that looked like tombstones in the dark, I could just make out a vague shape inside the wheelchair.


  As I shouldered the Ithaca, I caught a rank animal smell competing with the odor of old paper. I aimed, and my target shot out of the chair, thumped down on its belly, and slithered toward me. It gave the impression of a leech or a thick-bodied snake, and charged with the sinuous speed of a predator built to crawl.


  I’d arrived too late to keep Horn from praying, or the dragon god from answering. But this time, the blessing had come at a price. The spirit had restored his ability to move around unaided, but stripped him of his humanity in the process.


  Maybe Horn didn’t think it was such a heavy price. He’d already been inhuman on the inside.


  I fired. Horn kept coming. I backpedaled and emptied the 12-gauge. He still kept coming.


  By then, I’d retreated all the way back to the front door. I groped behind me, found the knob, and fumbled it open. At the same time, I dropped the Ithaca and pulled my pistol from its holster.


  Horn raised his head, then struck at me like a rattler. The impact slammed me backward, out the door and off the stoop. I lost my grip on the Browning. Horn and I splashed down in the floodwater tangled together.


  The bite he’d delivered to my stomach hurt. It didn’t kill or paralyze me, though, and when lightning flashed, giving me a better look at him, it revealed the reason why.


  He hadn’t finished changing. His head was still a little bit human, and evidently his teeth were, too. They weren’t capable of injecting poison quite yet.


  Unfortunately, he had another way of attacking. His body twisted around mine like a boa constrictor. I didn’t know if he could crush me, but he didn’t have to. He only had to hold my head underwater.


  I jerked my right arm free before he could immobilize it and punched him repeatedly in the face. He faltered. I heaved and loosened his grip on the rest of my body. Grabbed him by the neck, rolled him underneath me, and held him below the surface.


  He thrashed, and his tail pounded me. I was terrified that I wouldn’t be able to hold on. But maybe the fear gave me strength, because I did.


  Until he finally stopped struggling. I clutched him and kept my weight on him for a while longer, making sure he wasn’t playing opossum. Then I floundered off him, flopped down on the stoop, and gasped for breath.


  Tired and hurting like I was, the cleanup felt like almost as much of an ordeal as the events leading up to it. It had to be done, though. I found the Browning, picked up the Ithaca and the spent shells from inside the house, and wiped my footprints away. Then I dumped Horn in the trunk of the cruiser, drove to the center of a bridge, and dropped him in the rushing water below.


  And basically, that was the end of it. Nobody questioned the story I made up to explain my injuries. It took more than a month for a neighbor to report that Horn had gone missing, and then no one connected it to me. So far as I know, no one ever pulled his body out of the river, although it’s certainly possible someone did. The finder wouldn’t call the cops if he couldn’t tell the remains were human.


  It was time to put the whole thing behind me, but for some reason, I couldn’t. Instead, I did research, trying to find out just how often problems like Horn came along. Not situations involving reptiles, necessarily, but events that were horrible and unexplainable.


  It turned out, more often than you’d think. And I supposed that if a person was smart and valued his life, he’d do his best to steer clear of them.


  But what did my life amount to, anyway? Entry-level police work and choosing not to drink one day at a time. It wasn’t awful, but compared to what I’d lost, it was nothing to get excited about, either.


  And that’s about as close as I can come to explaining why I did what I did next.


  First, I educated myself. I got hold of some of Horn’s books, and reading them was a good start. And when I felt ready, I turned in my badge and went hunting.


  One way or another, the new job pays the bills. It gives me nightmares, too, but there’s always a meeting somewhere when I find that I can’t sleep.


  The Q Word


  Something stung my chest. I looked down and found an arrow sticking out of it.


  More arrows whistled through the air. I threw myself flat, and they flew over me.


  What the hell? I hadn’t even seen a human in eight years. That was sort of the point of lairing in the depths of the Great Kaltaxan Forest. And now I had a whole squad of archers trying to kill me?


  I didn’t have time to wonder about it. Grateful for the dense brush and tress—that was part of the point of living in the forest, too—I ran for a thicket on all fours. Keeping low is pretty much out of the question when I stand up.


  Branches snapped and rustled as my attackers followed me in. They were being stupid, but they probably thought that first arrow had hurt me badly. It certainly could have. But I have leathery hide and dense muscles. When I’m lucky, they stop attacks from cutting or stabbing too deeply.


  I crept toward the nearest source of noise. The man-at-arms had put up his bow and drawn a broadsword. He heard me coming up behind him and got off a scream before I slapped his head out of shape.


  That brought more of them rushing two and three at a time, and before long, I was wishing for my club. But I hadn’t bothered to carry it since I’d come to an understanding with the manticore that lived on the other side of the creek, and actually, I managed all right without it.


  In a few moments, the leader showed up. He was big for a human, with shinier armor, a plume on his helmet, and a motto engraved on the blade of his sword. His technique was good, too. He almost stuck me in the belly with a feint-deceive. But I twisted out of the way, backhanded him, and threw him headfirst into an oak. Judging by the crack, it broke his neck.


  That put the rest of the warriors to flight. I chased after them and spotted another fellow with expensive gear. Not as fancy as the leader’s equipment, but better than that of the common archers.


  I ran him down. He lurched around and slashed wildly. I let the sword flash by in front of my chest, then stepped in, grabbed him by the surcoat, and beat him against the trunk of an oak. His cuirass made a crashing sound, like cymbals.


  Eventually, he dropped his sword. I dumped him on the ground and said, “Don’t try to get up.”


  He goggled at me.


  “Yes,” I said, finally yanking the arrow out of my chest. That stung, too. “I can talk. Get past it. Tell me who you are and why you’re bothering me.”


  “My name is Roger Redmantle,” he said, his voice high and quavering. Up close, he didn’t look impressive, either. He was gangly inside his armor, with a sunburned, weak-chinned face and watery eyes.


  “That’s the who,” I said


  “It was my brother Ethan’s idea,” Roger said.”


  “The one with the feathers on his helmet?”


  “Yes. He thought we could fulfill the quest.”


  I must have showed my teeth or reacted somehow to that word. Because Roger flinched.


  I took a breath. “It’s all right,” I said, although it wasn’t. “Tell me about the quest.”


  He blinked. “You don’t know?”


  I resisted the urge to toss him around some more. “Why do you think I’m asking?”


  “Well, Ethan and I are…were…I’m from Silvermark. And the Blind Prophet has laid a curse on our king and his family.”


  The sheer oddness of that took the edge off my agitation. “Seriously? Why?”


  Roger hesitated like the question had caught him by surprise. “Uh…because he’s evil, I suppose. Anyway, the royals have all fallen into a deathlike sleep.”


  “I can see how the vassals and such wouldn’t like that, Well, except for the ones who would. But what in the name of the devil’s smoking ass has it got to do with me?”


  He hesitated again. I could tell that this time, it was because he was afraid of provoking me. “It’s because you’re a Beast of Eld.”


  I bristled at the term. But my kind have had to live with it ever since the philosopher Plykos hung it on us, and I had more
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